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THIS BOOK IS WRITTEN BY ONE WHOSE RARE
EXPERIENCES IMPEL HIM TO PLEAD FOR
THOSE AFFLICTED THOUSANDS
LEAST ABLE TO SPEAK
FOR THEMSELVES






A Mind That Found Itself

PART 1

I

THis story is derived from as human a document as ever
existed; and, because of its uncommon nature, perhaps no
one thing contributes so much to its value as its authenticity.
It is an autobiography, and more: in part it is a biography;
for, in telling the story of my life, I must relate the history of
another self — a self which was dominant from my twenty-
fourth to my twenty-sixth year. During that period I was
unlike what I had been, or what I have been since. The
biographical part of my autobiography might be called the
history of a mental civil war, which I fought single-handed
on a battle-field that lay within the compass of my skull.
An Army of Unreason, composed of the cunning and treach-
erous thoughts of an unfair foe, attacked my bewildered
consciousness with cruel persistency, and would have de-
stroyed me, had not a triumphant Reason finally interposed
a superior strategy that saved me from my unnatural self.

I am not telling the story of my life just to write a book.
I tell it because it seems my plain duty to do so. A marvel-
ous escape from death and a miraculous return to health
after an apparently fatal illness are enough to make a man
ask himself: For what purpose was my life spared? That
question I have asked myself, and this book is, in part, an
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A MIND THAT FOUND ITSELF 5

purpose of solving this stubborn problem can at least raise
the standard of treatment to such a level that existing short-
comings will be forever done away with. A campaign of
education carried out under the auspices of a National Soci-
ety should lead to effectual reform, make even petty
abuses appear heinous, and thus insure, upon discovery,
the correction of all abuses.

Thirdly: It is my hope that the beneficent rich may be
prompted to come to the aid of the States and Nations by
supplying funds for the erection and endowment of model
institutions wherein mental and nervous diseases, in their
incipient and curable stages, may be treated with the max-
imum efficiency. With such institutions — hospitals and
sanatoriums — in operation, thousands of those who now are
committed indiscriminately could be restored to health and
society,without having suffered the unfair stigma of legal
incompetence; and patients in our State Hospitals could
then receive that individual treatment which will insure the
recovery of so many of them and, at the same time, enable
those who do not recover to lead comfortable, even happy
lives.
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leagues that I should have the position of business-mana-
ger — an office which I sought, not for the honor, but be-
cause I believed it would enable me to earn an amount of
money at least equal to the cost of tuition for my three years
at Yale; fourth (and this was my chief ambition), to win
my diploma within the prescribed time. These four ambi-
tions I fortunately achieved.

A man’s college days, collectively, are usually his happi-
est. Most of mine were not happy. Yet I look back upon
them with great satisfaction, for I feel that I was fortunate
enough to absorb some of that intangible but very real ele-
ment known as the “Yale spirit.” This has helped to keep
Hope alive within me during my most discouraged moments,
and now makes the accomplishment of my purpose seem
easy and sure.
























A MIND THAT FOUND ITSELF 19

I did not lose consciousness even for a second, and the
demoniacal dread, which had possessed me from June,
1894, until this fall to earth just six years later, was dispelled
the instant I struck the ground. At no time since that in-
stant have I experienced one of my imaginary attacks; nor
has my mind even for a moment entertained such an idea.
The little demon which had tortured me relentlessly for six
years evidently lacked the stamina which I must have had to
survive the shock of my suddenly arrested flight through
space. That the very delusion which drove me to a death-
loving desperation should so suddenly vanish, seems to me
to indicate that many a suicide might be averted if the per-
son contemplating it could find the proper assistance when
such a crisis impends.
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NaTUrALLY I was suspicious of all about me, and became
more so each day. But not until about a month after my
hurt did I refuse to recognize my relatives. While I was at
Grace Hospital my father and eldest brother called almost
every day to see me, and, though I said little, I still accepted
them in their proper characters. I remember well a conver-
sation one morning with my father. The words I uttered
were few but full of meaning. Shortly before this time my
death had been momentarily expected. I still believed that
I was surely about to die as a result of my injuries, and I
wished in some way to let my father know that, despite my
apparently ignominious end, I appreciated all that he had
done for me during my life. Few men, I believe, ever had
a more painful time in expressing their feelings than I had on
that occasion. I had but little control over my mind, and
my power of speech was impaired. My father sat beside
my bed. Looking up at him, I said, “You have been a
good father to me.”

“I have always tried to be,” was his characteristic reply.

After the broken bones had been set, and the first effects
of the severe shock I had sustained had worn off, I began to
gain strength. About the third weck I was able to sit up
and was occasionally taken out of doors. But each day, and
especially during the hours of the night, my delusions in-
creased in force and variety. The world was fast becoming
to me a stage on which every human being within the range
of my senses seemed to be playing a part, and that a part
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A MIND THAT FOUND ITSELF 41

What I looked upon as a gastronomic ruse of the detec-
tives sometimes overcame my fear of eating. Every Sunday
ice-cream was served with dinner. At the beginning of the
meal a large pyramid of it would be placed before me in a
saucer several sizes too small. I believed that it was never
to be mine unless I first partook of the more substantial
fare. As I dallied over the meal, that delicious pyramid
would gradually melt, slowly filling the small saucer, which
I knew could not long continue to hold all of its original
contents. As this liquefying process advanced I became
more indifferent to my eventual fate; and, invariably, before
a drop of that precious reward had dripped from the saucer,
I had eaten enough of the dinner to prove my title to the
seductive dessert. Moreover, during its enjoyment, I no
longer cared a whit for charges or convictions of all the
crimes on the calendar. This fact is less trifling than it
seems; for it proves the value of strategy as opposed to
brute and sometimes brutal force, of which I shall presently
give some illuminating examples.
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man that has wrought havoc among the helpless insane —
a type which unfortunately is still too often found (only not
found soon enough) in our private and public institutions.
It therefore seems but fair that the men whose destiny put
them in touch with one who has lived to publish his story
should at least bear the brunt of illustration.





































































72 A MIND THAT FOUND ITSELF

saw, lying directly in my path (I could even now point out
the spot), the coveted weapon. Never have I seen anything
that I more desired. To have stooped and picked it up
without detection would have been easy; and had I known,
as I know now, that it had been carelessly dropped, nothing
could have prevented me from doing so and perhaps using
it with fatal effect. But I believed it had been placed there
deliberately and as a test, by those who had divined my
suicidal purpose. The eye of the imagined detective, which,
I am inclined to believe, and like to believe, was the eye of
the real God, was upon me; and though I stepped directly
over it I did not pick up that thing of death.

































XII

AFTER two years of silence I found it no easy matter to
carry on with my brother a sustained conversation. So weak
were my vocal cords from lack of use that every few minutes
I must either rest or whisper. And, upon trying, I found
myself unable to whistle, notwithstanding the popular belief,
drawn from vague memories of small-boyhood, that this art
is instinctive. Those who all their lives have talked at
will cannot possibly appreciate the enjoyment I found in
using my regained power of speech. Reluctantly I returned
to the ward; but not until my brother had left for home,
laden with so much of my conversation that it took most of
his leisure for the next two days to tell the family what I
had said in two hours.

During the first few hours I seemed virtually normal.
I had none of the delusions which had previously oppressed
me; nor had I yet developed any of the expansive ideas, or
delusions of grandeur, which soon began to crowd in upon
me. So normal did I appear while talking to my brother
that he thought I should be able to return home in a few
weeks; and, needless to say, I agreed with him. But the
pendulum, as it were, had swung too far. The human
brain is too complex a mechanism to admit of any such
complete re-adjustment in an instant. It is said to be com-
posed of several billion cells; and, that fact granted, it seems
safe to say that every day, perhaps every hour, hundreds of
thousands of those within my skull were now being brought
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88 A MIND THAT FOUND ITSELF

conditions he would assume reluctantly, if at all. In jus-
tice to myself, however, and lest I should do ‘the cause”
an injury, I feel privileged to remark that my plans for
reform have never assumed Quixotic, and therefore im-
practicable, proportions. At no time have I gone a-tilting
at windmills. A pen rather than a lance has been my
weapon of offense and defense; for with its point I have
felt sure that I should one day prick the civic conscience
into a compassionate activity, and thus bring into a neg-
lected field earnest men and women who should act as
champions for those afflicted thousands least able to fight
for themselves.
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I promised to suspend hostilities until I had had a talk
with the superintendent. I made it quite plain, however,
that should he fail to keep his word, I would further facili-
tate the ventilation of the violent ward — not a polite thing
to say, but my faith in mankind was not yet wholly re-
stored.
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saults which occur annually in our hospitals and asylums
are the fault of the attendants rather than of their charges.
It is therefore evident that the solution of the problem of
eliminating brutality centers in the attendants, the majority
of whom to-day are deplorably incompetent. In fact the
only attendants who are not likely at times to commit out-
rages are those who at heart are believers in “Non-
Restraint;” — and that more of them do not use that
humane method of treatment is the fault of the doctors
in charge.































































130 A MIND THAT FOUND ITSELF

wards told me that he had delivered my message. The
doctor ignored it. He did not come near me that night,
nor the next day, nor did Jekyll-Hyde appear until his usual
round of inspection about eleven o’clock the next morning.

“I understand that you have a piece of glass which you
threatened to use for a suicidal purpose last night,” said he,
when he appeared.

“Yes I have, and it’s not your fault or the other doctor’s
that I am not now dead. Had I gone mad, in my frenzy I
might have swallowed that glass.”

“Where is it?”’ asked the doctor, incredulously.

As my strait-jacket rendered me armless I presented the
glass to Jekyll-Hyde on the tip of a tongue which he had
often heard but never before seen.































































A MIND THAT FOUND ITSELF 151

tor, I was carried bodily through two corridors, down two
flights of stairs, and to the “violent ward.” My dramatic
exit startled my fellow patients, for so much action in so
short a time is seldom seen in a quiet ward. And few
patients placed in the “violent ward”’ are introduced with so
impressive an array of camp-followers as I had that day.

All this to me was a huge joke, with a good purpose be-
hind it. Though excited I was good-natured and, en route
to my new quarters, I said to the doctor: ‘“Whether you be-
lieve it or not, it’s a fact that I’m going to reform these in-
stitutions before I’'m done. I raised this rumpus to make
you transfer me to the violent ward. What I want you to do
now is to show me the worst you’ve got.”

“You needn’t worry,” said the doctor. “You’ll get it.”

He spoke the truth. I did “get it.”



















































168 A MIND THAT FOUND ITSELF

the patient. Such estimates of a doctor’s capacity, though
insane, are frequently correct, and proportionately galling,
and their truth, the subject of them invariably proves by
condemning the guilty patient to a term of imprisonment in
a ward of chaos. A thoroughly competent physician is
seldom vilified; — for, being competent, he is able to win
the good-will of his wards, and, should he occasionally be
consigned to oblivion by an excited patient, he disregards
the matter, knowing full well that the mouth is but the escape-
valve of an abnormally active mind.














































































104 A MIND THAT FOUND ITSELF

occasions no regret. One by one the phantom ships of treas-
ure sail away for parts unknown; until when the last
has become but a speck on the mental horizon, the observer
makes the happy discovery that his pirate fleet has left
behind it a priceless wake of Reason!







































A MIND THAT FOUND ITSELF 207

this time. That attendants can be scared into humanity, is
proved by a remark made to me by one the very day he had
been discharged for choking a patient into an insensibility so
profound that it had been necessary to call a physician to
restore him. Said this brute: “It seems to me they’re get-
ting pretty damned strict these days, discharging an attendant
for simply choking a patient.” This discharged and guilty
attendant immediately secured a position in another hospital
of the same character in a city not twenty miles distant.
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forbidding suggestiveness. Even to-day they are almost uni-
versally regarded with dread. Why? Partly because of
man’s instinctive dread of insanity itself; but quite as much,
I think, because of the terrifying air of mystery which
for generations has enshrouded these institutions. This
air of mystery, fostered- by the secretive conduct of our
asylums, has been perpetuated and, indeed, in a large de-
gree, created, by rumors and occasional proof of abuses
appearing now and then in the public print. Thus it
is that the shortcomings of the State itself often force a
desperately despondent man to take that life which it is the
duty of the State to protect. For these avoidable suicides
we cannot, however, wholly blame the present manage-
ments of our existing hospitals. They are partly the re-
sult of that dread of insanity and asylums which has been
bequeathed to us by past centuries —a dread that will
continue to force men to a self-inflicted death until a univer-
sal confidence in such hospitals, and a rational view of
insanity itself, shall obtain.
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of Trustees, or to the wish of supposedly influential poli-
ticians, who perhaps ask no more of the management of an
institution than that it shall so conduct affairs as to avoid
“investigations” or so-called “hospital scandals.” Thus
the sick insane are made to suffer, for no better reason,
apparently, than that certain sane persons in positions of
responsibility may escape annoyance.

What will put an end to this disgraceful state of affairs?
Many elaborate statutes would seem, on their face, to pro-
tect patients against every imaginable abuse. Yet they fail,
and will continue to fail, until there is a militant public sen-
timent of sufficient strength to coerce the several hospital
managements into a vigilant and considerate activity. The
lasting correction of evils lies with the public, therefore it
behooves each individual to contribute his word or deed to
the total effect.


































































































































































A MIND THAT FOUND ITSELF 281

and will not thisdread be kept alive until the thousands of
recoverable cases treated each year are so intelligently
cared for that, upon discharge, “ex-inmates” may speak
well, rather than ill, of an institution and the men in
authority ?








































































A MIND THAT FOUND ITSELF 305

General Hospitals throughout the country should begin
to receive and treat nervous and mental diseases as is

now being done with success at the General Hospital at
Albany.
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APPENDIX I 335

tion. The ruling authority over and above the nursing staff
must be in earnest; and this signifies clear insight as to
the evil done and its remedy; certainty as to what can
be done with the insane by virtue of patience, sympathy
and tact; with determination, watchfulness, faith and en-
thusiasm.






























APPENDIX IO 345

1904, when compared with the increase in number of insane
in hospitals during the past thirteen years, indicates that the
accumulation of insane in hospitals is probably progressing,
at least as rapidly as ever before.”






















































APPENDIX V 363

or by relatives whose protests are disregarded, the present
evils continue. Many physicians wash their hands of a
patient as soon as he is consigned to an asylum, and if they
do visit him, it is soon made clear that such visits are re-
garded as an interference by the doctor in charge. It seems
evident, therefore, that public opinion should be aroused
in this matter, and I hope this statement of facts of my per-
sonal knowledge may awaken such a demand for the reform
of these abuses that good may come of this protest against

an existing condition.
Yours respectfully,
M. ALLEN STARR, M.D.















